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Albinism is caused by a mutation in genes that interfere
in the expression of the type and concentration of a pig-
ment (i.e., melanin). In birds, this alteration causes the
absence of color in the feathers and other body parts
(Buckley 1982) and occcurs at a very low frequency (Belt-
zer 1984). Due to the lack of melanin production in both
the retinal pigmented epithelium (RPE) and iris, albinos
typically have red eyes. In contrast, other alterations in
the plumage pigmentation, such as leucism, result from
defects in pigment cells in the feathers during develop-
ment. Leucistic animals have normally colored eyes (Van
Grouw 2006). This condition is more common in nature
and leucism has been widely recorded among birds (Gar-
rett 1990, Dowding 2003) from passerines (Sage 1962,
Bensch et al. 2000 and references therein) to raptors
(Clark and Leshem 1988, Eakin 1994, Ellis et al. 2002).
It has recently been reported in vultures, including an
Andean Condor (Vultur gryphus) in central Chile (Pavez
2008).
Here, we report the first record of albinism in the Egyp-
tian Vulture (Neophron percnopterus), a medium-sized facul-
tative migrant scavenger widely distributed throughout the
Mediterranean region, the Middle East, southern Asia, and
eastern Africa (Dona´zar 2004, BirdLife International
2007). European populations of Egyptian Vultures have
declined in recent decades (Tucker and Heath 1994, Cor-
tone and Mordente 1997, Del Moral and Martı´ 2000, In˜igo
et al. 2008). Currently, the species is considered globally
endangered (BirdLife International 2007).
According to Cramp and Simmons (1980), adult Egyp-
tian Vultures, both males and females, exhibit the follow-
ing characteristic coloration: ‘‘all body, tail and upper
secondary and all under wingcoverts, lesser pimary co-
verts, and axillaries white; underparts and ruff of long
and narrow feathers on hindneck and sides of neck often
sullied pale grey, or brown by dirt. Primaries, greater pri-
mary coverts, and bastard wing [alula] black or stained
whereas secondaries are pale grey with black tips, inner
webs, and bases. The bill and claws black and cere and
bare skin of face and throat lemon-yellow to bright
orange-yellow or orange-red.’’ Also according to these au-
thors, juveniles show ‘‘mantel, back and scapulars off-
white to tawny-brown with broad black bases to feathers.
The cere and skin of face and throat dark grey or livid-
grey’’ (Fig. 1).
On 20 July, 2009, we were monitoring the breeding suc-
cess of Egyptian Vultures in the Bardenas Reales Natural
Park in northern Spain. This is one of the most important
breeding areas for the species in western Europe, containing
up to seven pairs/km2 (see Corte´s-Avizanda et al. 2009 for
details). In one of the monitored territories, which has been
occupied permanently from 1986 until the present, we
found a nest with a single nestling ca. 54 d old (length of
the 7th primary 5 240 mm; see Dona´zar and Ceballos 1989
for age-criteria). The near-fledgling had white plumage on
all body, tail, upper secondary and all underwing coverts,
lesser primary coverts, and axillaries. It presented a few pale
brown feathers in the neck, upper primary wing coverts and
some coverts (Fig. 1). Its bill and talons were also white and
its eyes red. The face was slightly pink as opposed to gray (see
above). The near-fledgling weighed 1850 g; its body mass was
near the mean values observed for other fledgings of this
population (A. Corte´s-Avizanda unpubl. data).
Since 1986, we have monitored a total of 577 fledglings
in the Egyptian Vulture population of Bardenas Reales and
in the rest of the Ebro Valley (Grande 2006, Corte´s-Avi-
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zanda et al. 2009, Grande et al. 2009; A. Corte´s-Avizanda
unpubl. data). We have never observed other albinistic
individuals. No cases have been reported for other popu-
lations monitored long-term in Spain (Dona´zar et al. 2002,
Benı´tez et al. 2004, Garcı´a-Ripolle´s and Lo´pez-Lo´pez 2006,
Blanco et al. 2007, Zuberogoitia et al. 2008, Mateo-Tomas
and Olea 2009) or in other parts of Europe (Liberatori
and Penteriani 2001, Sara´ et al. 2009, Razin 2009). Al-
though our report is anecdotal, it may be useful to future
reviews exploring the prevalence of albinism in the wild.
Oscar Ursu´a helped with the fieldwork. We thank M. de la
Riva for the photos. Roger Jovani, Pim Edelaar, Guillermo
Blanco, and Fabio Liberatori made helpful commentaries
on previous versions of the manuscript.—Ainara Corte´s-
Avizanda (e-mail address: ainara@ebd.csic.es), Department
of Conservation Biology, Estacio´n Biolo´gica de Don˜ana,
CSIC, c/. Ame´rico Vespucio s/n, 41092 Sevilla Spain; Olga
Ceballos, Estacio´n Biolo´gica de Don˜ana, CSIC, Equipo Se-
guimiento de Procesos Naturales, c/. Ame´rico Vespucio s/
n, 41092 Sevilla, Spain; Alejandro Urmeneta, Parque Natu-
ral de Bardenas Reales de Navarra, c/. San Marcial 19, P.O.
Box 8084, 31500 Tudela Spain; and Jose´ A. Dona´zar, Esta-
cio´n Biolo´gica de Don˜ana, CSIC, Department of Conserva-
tion Biology, c/. Ame´rico Vespucio s/n, 41092 Sevilla,
Spain.
LITERATURE CITED
BELTZER, A.H. 1984. Un caso de albinismo total en Netta
peposaca (Aves: Anatidae). Historial Natural 3:245–246.
BENı´TEZ, J.R., J.A. SA´NCHEZ-ZAPATA, M. DE LA RIVA, F.J. HER-
NA´NDEZ, M. CARRETE, AND J.A. DONA´ZAR. 2004. Demogra-
fı´a y conservacio´n del alimoche (Neophron percnopterus)
en el Sistema Be´tico Occidental. Revista de la Sociedad
Gaditana de Historia Natural 4:215–226.
BENSCH, S., B. HANSSON, D. HASSELQUIST, AND B. NIELSEN.
2000. Partial albinism in a semi-isolated population of
Great Reed Warblers. Hereditas 133:167–170.
BIRDLIFE INTERNATIONAL. 2007. Species factsheet: Neophron
percnopterus. http://www.birdlife.org (last accessed 26
February 2008).
BLANCO, G., J.A. LEMUS, J.M. GRANDE, L. GANGOSO, J.A.
DONA´ZAR, B. ARROYO, O. FRı´AS, AND F. HIRALDO. 2007.
Geographical variation in cloacal microflora and bacte-
Figure 1. (a, b, c) Fledgling Egyptian Vulture with typical coloration; (d, e, f) Albino fledgling found in a breeding
territory of the Bardenas Reales Natural Park, northern Spain.
DECEMBER 2010 LETTERS 329
rial antibiotic resistance in a threatened avian scaven-
ger in relation to diet and livestock farming practices.
Environmental Microbiology 9:1738–1749.
BUCKLEY, P.A. 1982. Avian genetics. Pages 21–110 in M. Pet-
rak [ED.], Diseases of cage and aviary birds, Second Ed.
Lea and Febiger, Philadelphia, PA U.S.A.
CLARK, W. AND Y. LESHEM. 1988. Partial albino Lappet-faced
Vulture in Kenya. Ostrich 59:44–45.
CORTE´S-AVIZANDA, A., O. CEBALLOS, AND J.A. DONA´ZAR.
2009. Long-term trends in population size and breed-
ing success in the Egyptian Vulture (Neophron percnop-
terus) in northern Spain. Journal of Raptor Research
43:43–49.
CORTONE, P. AND F. MORDENTE. 1997. Osservazioni sul com-
portamento e sulla biologı´a riproduttivi del Capovac-
caio (Neophron percnopterus), in Calabria. Rivista Italiana
di Ornitologia 67:3–12.
CRAMP, S. AND K.E.L. SIMMONS. 1980. Handbook of the
birds of Europe, the Middle East and North Africa.
Oxford University Press, Oxford, U.K.
DEL MORAL, J.C. AND M. MARTı´. 2000. El alimoche comu´n
en Espan˜a y Portugal (I censo coordinado). Mono-
graph No. 8. SEO/BirdLife. Madrid, Spain.
DONA´ZAR, J.A. 2004. Alimoche (Neophron percnopterus).
Pages 129–131 in A. Madron˜o, C. Gonza´lez, and J.C.
Atienza [EDS.], Libro rojo de las aves de Espan˜a. SEO/
BirdLife and Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, Madrid,
Spain.
——— AND O. CEBALLOS. 1989. Growth rates of nestling
Egyptian Vultures (Neophron percnopterus) in relation to
brood size, hatching order and environmental factors.
Ardea 77:217–226.
———, C.J. PALACIOS, L. GANGOSO, O. CEBALLOS, M.J. GON-
ZA´LEZ, AND F. HIRALDO. 2002. Conservation status and
limiting factors in the endangered population of Egyp-
tian Vulture (Neophron percnopterus) in the Canary Is-
lands. Biological Conservation 107:89–97.
DOWDING, J.E. 2003. A partial albino Shore Plover (Thinor-
nis novaeseelandiae) on South East Island, Chatham Is-
lands. Notornis 50:52–53.
EAKIN, R.R. 1994. A leucistic Sharp-shinned Hawk in Port-
land, Maine. Maine Naturalist 2:29–30.
ELLIS, D.H., L.W. OLIPHANT, AND J.K. FACKLER. 2002. Schi-
zochromism in a Peregrine Falcon from Arizona. Jour-
nal of Raptor Research 36:200–202.
GARCı´A-RIPOLLE´S, C. AND P. LO´PEZ-LO´PEZ. 2006. Population
size and breeding performance of Egyptian Vultures
(Neophron percnopterus) in the eastern Iberian peninsu-
la. Journal of Raptor Research 40:217–221.
GARRETT, K.L. 1990. Leucistic Black-vented Shearwaters
(Puffinus opisthomelas) in southern California. Western
Birds 21:69–72.
GRANDE, J.M. 2006. Factores limitantes antro´picos y natur-
ales de poblaciones de aves carron˜eras: el caso del
Alimoche (Neopron percnopterus) en el valle del Ebro.
Ph.D. dissertation, Universidad de Sevilla, Sevilla,
Spain.
———, D. SERRANO, G. TAVECCHIA, M. CARRETE, O. CEBAL-
LOS, R. Dı´AZ-DELGADO, J.L. TELLA, AND J.A. DONA´ZAR.
2009. Survival in a long-lived territorial migrant: effects
of life-history traits and ecological conditions in winter-
ing and breeding areas. Oikos 118:580–590.
IN˜IGO, A., B. BAROV, C. ORHUN, AND U. GALLO-ORSI. 2008.
Action plan for the Egyptian Vulture (Neophron percnop-
terus) in the European Union. http://percnoptere.lpo.
fr/actualites/Plan_actions_international.doc.
LIBERATORI, F. AND V. PENTERIANI. 2001. A long-term anal-
ysis of the declining population of the Egyptian Vulture
in the Italian peninsula: distribution, habitat prefer-
ence, productivity and conservation implications. Bio-
logical Conservation 101:381–389.
MATEO-TOMAS, P. AND P. OLEA. 2009. Combining scales in
habitat models to improve conservation planning in an
endangered vulture. Acta Oecologica 35:489–498.
PAVEZ, E.F. 2008. Aberrant color plumage in an Andean
Condor (Vultur gryphus). Boletin Chileno de Ornitologı´a
14:52–55.
RAZIN, M., B. ELIOTOUT, P. ORABI, AND M. TERRASSE. 2009.
Distribution, population, breeding and conservation of
the vulture populations in France. Pages 136–159 in
J.A. Dona´zar, A. Margalida, and D. Campio´n [EDS.],
Vultures, feeding stations and sanitary legislation: a
conflict and its consequences from the perspective of
conservation biology. Munibe 29 (Suppl.). Sociedad de
Ciencias Aranzadi, Donostia-San Sebastian, Spain.
SAGE, B.L. 1962. Albinism and melanism in birds. British
Birds 56:409–416.
SARA`, M., S. GRENCI, AND M. DI VITTORIO. 2009. Status of
Egyptian Vulture (Neophron percnopterus) in Sicily. Jour-
nal of Raptor Research 43:66–69.
TUCKER, G.M. AND M.F. HEATH [EDS.]. 1994. Birds in Eu-
rope: their conservation status. BirdLife International,
Cambridge, U.K.
VAN GROUW, H. 2006. Not every white bird is an albino:
sense and nonsense about colour aberrations in birds.
Dutch Birding 28:79–89.
ZUBEROGOITIA, I., J. ZABALA, J.A. MARTı´NEZ, J.E. MARTı´NEZ, AND
A. AZKONA. 2008. Effect of human activities on Egyptian
Vulture breeding success. Animal Conservation 11:313–320.
Received 25 January 2010; accepted 17 August 2010
Associate Editor: Vincenzo Penteriani
330 LETTERS VOL. 44, NO. 4
